In order to address contemporary challenges of workplace stress, work-life balance and inequalities, significant changes are needed in the managing of organisations. To what extent do you agree with this statement? 

This essay will examine the causes of workplace stress, work-life balance and inequalities and how they effect organisations. It will draw on academic writings and research on the subjects in order to justify whether or not they have been successfully dealt with or whether organisations need to make changes in order to better deal with them. 

In the last 30 years workplace stress has become an issue of contemporary importance due to the change in the economies of the world and the working conditions under which employees have to operate. Watson (2003, p254) defines stress as ‘a sense of distress because of pressures experienced in certain social or economic circumstances that render the sufferer emotionally or sometimes physically, incapable of continuing to behave in ways expected of them in those circumstances’. Due to its distressing effects on those affected, stress has major setbacks for organisations, in a 1999 Health and Safety Executive report it was estimated that work related stress costs UK employers between £353 million and £381 million per annum and society between £3.7 and £3.8 billion (HSE, 1999a). Since then it is estimated those figures have doubled (Jones et al 2003). From these figures it is quite obvious that organisations are not addressing the challenges of workplace stress and that changes have to be made in organisations in order for stress levels to fall. 

Research has found that stress in the workplace can result from many different occurrences. As a result of this researchers have tried to categorise the causes. One of the earliest studies into workplace stress and its causes was conducted by Cooper and Marshall (1976). The findings of the research attribute the causes of stress to five main categories. They state that stress can be caused by: factors intrinsic to the job such as pressures of deadlines and workloads, the role the employee undertakes in the organisation, career development issues such as job security, relationships in the workplace and by the organisational structure and how much input into decisions the employee has. Another study, by Cartwright and Cooper (1997), sights six categories that can cause stress to develop. There are five that agree with Cooper and Marshall’s findings and one extra, the home-work interface. This factor suggests that the balance that a person has between work and their home life can cause stress if it is not correct, this will be discussed later in this paper. 

Research done by Burchell (1994) identifies job insecurity as the major cause of workplace stress; this is also one of the factors sighted by Cooper and Marshall. Burchell’s findings state that people who feel insecure about there jobs are more stressed as they worry about their income and supporting their lifestyle, once again this is linked to work-life balance as the employees need to their jobs to lead the life they want. At present there is an economic downturn and companies are making redundancies in order to save costs, thus causing people to feel that their jobs aren’t safe. The article ‘Credit Crunch Raises Employees Stress Levels’ (Tooze, 2009), supports Burchell’s research findings as it shows that at present companies feel employees stress levels are up, 46% of those that took part in a survey highlighted that stress levels had increased. The article also highlights increased workloads as being adjacent to increased levels of stress in workforces, thus further supporting another of Cooper and Marshall’s causes of stress. These increased workloads, and the competitive environment present in today’s economies means that many employees are under increased pressure to perform and have to work longer hours in order to reach targets and keep their jobs. These longer hours are causing employees to become exhausted and suffer from ill health, therefore making them less mentally stable and more susceptible to the causes of stress. (Sparks et al, 2007). 

The Health and Safety Executive report 2001 reinforces the view that stress causes ill health and identifies the negative effects of stress, including heart disease, back pain, gastrointestinal disturbance, anxiety and depression. It can also lead to other behaviours such as smoking, alcohol abuse and excessive caffeine consumption (HSE, 2001). All of this is detrimental to the organisation as a whole as it means that employees have to take longer off work to recover from illness and means that the quality of service provided by employees will be of a poorer standard. The illnesses that stress causes to individual employees should be enough for organisations to change the way in which it is dealt with, but the drop in standards of work that also result from stress and the knock on effects within the organisation that these have should make organisations keener to eradicate stress. 

Having recognised the importance of stopping stress organisation have dealt with effects in many different ways. Some have empowered their workforces as it is felt that having control over ones job is of paramount importance to the majority of employees and if an individual chooses to work they will be less stressed than if they are to work, (Fotinatos-Ventouratos & Cooper, 2005). Organisations also conduct appraisals in order to review how happy employees are in their jobs. After these appraisals organisation then offer counselling to stressed individuals or education about dealing with stress on your own to those that have early signs of developing stress, (Wainright and Calnan, 2002). However, Dewe (1991) suggested that it is necessary to go beyond simply asking workers whether particular demands are needed and being met in working environments and instead measures to moderate the level of stress should be discussed and put in place. He states that these measures will allow the possibility of interaction between different levels of the organisation and will give employees a sense of control over their working life. The reliability of self-appraisals may be brought into question as if a person is under stress they will have a tendency to concentrate on the negative aspects of everything (Watson and Clark, 1984). This negative attitude will therefore cloud the employees judgement and will mean the results of the appraisals are not valid and if used will not have positive effects. 

Identifying the causes of workplace stress is somewhat the easiest bit of managing stress. It is when a company comes to dealing with stress that the challenges of stress that the failings begin and changes need to be made. There seems to be reluctance on the behalf of the organisations to take any responsibility for causing and dealing with workplace stress. This claim is backed up by organisations educating employees to deal with stress by themselves instead of involving their employers in the process (Wainright and Calnan, 2002). Findings from a study by Kinman and Jones (2005) show that many managers and employees have differing views about who is responsible for causing workplace stress and how they should deal with it. Many managers feel that stress is good for individuals and that if employees cannot deal with stress then coping with it is down to the individual and should therefore be dealt with solely with by them. However employees feel that stress is caused by the organisation and therefore think that in order to deal with stress there has to be input from both the individual and the organisation in the process. Employees also feel that it is the organisations duty to recognise the need for them to have a good work-life balance, one of the causes of stress if workers do not have an adequate balance and are unable to manage the competing demands of both work and home. 

Recently there has been an increase in the number of organisations that are helping employees balance the demands of work with those of their home lives, (Nord et al 2003). This increase has occurred adjacently to the introduction of the Employment Act of 2002 which gives parents more rights and enables the request of flexible working hours. As a result there has been pressure on employers to notice the work-life balance concerns of employees and respond by designing policies to meet employees’ requirements with regards to integrating work and family. Nord et al (2003) discusses work-life balance programs and the positive effects they can have for companies. It is felt that they enhance employees by making them feel happier in the workplace and this in turn increases motivation and production. It is also felt that work-life balance policies help to de-stress a workforce as employees feel their views are valued and are not overworked. The flexible hours that work-life policies enable means that employees feel they have greater control over their working and family demands, thus decreasing the strain that is felt as a result of the competition that occurs because of the two conflicting (Batt and Valcour, 2003). Research by Batt and Valcour (2003) also recognises that when employees support work-life polices there is often increased job satisfaction and decreased work-family conflicts. These positives suggest that work-life policies should be high upon the priorities of organisations. 

However, work-life balances are not always perceived as being positive, many workers feel that using them portrays a sense of them not being committed to the organisation and therefore see them as being possibly detrimental to their career, (Nord et al, 2003). Work-life policies also cause employers concern as they fear that it will affect productivity (Batt and Valcour, 2003). Implementing work-life balance policies also involves implementing change, this can cause strain on the organisation and in turn cause stress (Simpson, 1998). Work-life policies have been mainly aimed at women that have young children, enabling them to successfully raise their children whilst still maintaining the career that they once had before they had them. This seems to have occurred due to the general consensus that women suffer more due to the home-work interface that they have, (Fotinatos-Ventouratos & Cooper 2005). Wentworth (2002) notes the techniques used in ensuring that parents maintain a work-life balance, employers providing child care and laundry services enables women to have more time to work and not worry about their children. 

Many organisations have gone from having work forces that are predominantly dominated by males, especially in senior positions, to having a mixture of both males and females in the organisations, with many females taking up positions of power, (Fotinatos and Copper, 2005). This change in the make up of organisational structure has been brought about due to the general change in family values with women putting off pregnancy till later in life, men being seen as less of the ‘main bread winner’ and with the change in many employment laws allowing equal opportunities to be had by all and to stop organisations exploiting their workforces. These equal opportunities started to arise with the introduction of policies such as the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and the Race Relations Act 1976, these ensured that businesses treat their workforce fairly and comply with the legal requirements of the laws. However, just because these policies exist it doesn’t mean that they are used ethically. Many organisations see the value of being seen to use equal opportunity acts, but they are unlikely to fully implement the acts as the procedures restrict their decision making ability (Beardwell and Claydon, 2004). 

Cockburn (1989) sees management of inequalities at promoting equal opportunities and giving disadvantaged groups a boost, as the acts aim to do, however it is also felt that it is impossible for certain groups to be completely equal with everyone else, for example no matter how good women are at their jobs they still have to take leave when pregnant and some organisations may view this as a possible fault. Despite this, Kirton and Greene (2005) states the largest increase in employment rates in the last 5 years has been among women with children aged below 5 years. This may be attributed to the Employment Act (2002) being brought in, this concentrated on those people that were parents and the new laws allowed maternity leave for a greater amount of time, parents with children under 6 years old the right to request flexible working hours and special leave for those with dependents in emergencies. All of these meant that women were able to have children and still be protected against unfair treatment from employers. 

For companies trying to eradicate inequalities the business case for diversity management essentially states that good diversity management can be positive in many ways, (Stockdale and Crosby, 2004). Fair treatment of staff makes business sense as it gives the organisation involved a positive image to the outside world. Treating staff well may also lead to a wider recruitment pool as people will want to work for a company that treats its staff well and it may also lead to a larger customer base if people feel that a company that treats its staff well is better to deal with than a company with many inequalities and conflicts. However, dealing with inequalities responsibly may also affect organisations in a negative way, (Beardwell and Claydon, 2004). For example, allowing a lot of freedom for mothers with children may affect productivity in a negative way and therefore cause profitability to decrease, this type of affect is the reason that inequalities exist. Having inequalities in the workplace may also be of benefit to organisations as workers are happier, amore committed and more when they work with people like themselves, thus encouraging inequalities to occur (Landy and Conte, 2004). Although inequalities can be positive in most cases they are detrimental to organisations. Ways of trying to eradicate inequalities in the workplace have been classified as number of approaches. 

The liberal approach and the sameness perspective concentrate mainly on the individual and the guiding influence in both is that everybody should be treated equal. The liberal approach enables competition between employees without restrictions and also encourages the development of fair methods with regards to accessing jobs, interviews, pay, training and promotion, enabling all employees to have opportunities to further themselves. The disadvantage of these approaches to dealing with inequalities arise as they assume problems occur because people are not treated the same. While this may be the case in some circumstances, problems can also arise due to people being treated the same when they are different, (Beardwell and Claydon, 2004; Kirton and Greene 2005). 

The radical approach sees not only fair distribution of opportunities and fair procedures as being critical in eradicating inequalities but also aims to achieve fair distribution of rewards. The focus of the radical approach is on social groups instead of the individual employees and sees all people being equal no matter which social group they belong to. The key to the radical approach lies in the distribution of rewards being fair and if it is not then it is seen as being discrimination, (Kirton and Greene 2005). However the radical approach creates quotas which need to be met leading to managers employing those that meet the quotas requirements instead of those that are right for the job. 

Just like the radical approach, the difference perspective is an approach to managing inequalities that concentrates on social groups. However, unlike the radical approach the difference perspective recognises the difference between people and feels these should be taken into account when managers make decisions. The difference perspective contains two strands, the collectivist strand and the individualist strand. The collectivist strand recognises there are differences between people’s different social groups and argues that these should be taken into consideration when ensuring fairness at work (Beardwell and Claydon, 2004). Beardwell and Claydon (2004) criticise the collectivist strand as they feel it promotes special treatment of certain employees and therefore causes conflicts within organisations. Just like the radical approach the collectivist strand promotes the development of quotas and therefore encourages managers to appoint staff on the basis of having to meet quotas instead of on the basis of the person being right for the job. The individualist strand of the difference perspective focuses on the individual employee like the liberal approach and the sameness approach. The main focus is on the individuals strengths and weaknesses. This enables the best employees to be found. However, it also encourages the special treatment of individuals according to how well they perform and does not reward those that are not top performers, (Beardwell and Claydon, 2004). 

In conclusion the changes that need to made in addressing the challenges of workplace stress, work-life balance and inequalities all require organisations to recognise that they are the cause of problems with these areas and they need to take responsibility in helping employees to deal with these issues. There is no doubt that all the issues will be every present in some way within organisations. It is human nature to worry and stress, while people will always want a better work-life balance and inequalities will always happen no matter how much access certain groups have to jobs as the people on selection panels will have their own opinions and if one thing is having a positive effect with regards to the profitability of an organisation with inequalities present, a manager will be reluctant to risk this by changing their workforce to correct these inequalities, especially when change can be the cause of stress. 
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